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PREFACE

In May 2018 the New South Wales (NSW) Government announced a comprehensive review

of the school curriculum from Kindergarten to Year 12 to ‘ensure that the NSW education
system is properly preparing students for the challenges and opportunities of the 21st
century’. The announced Review was described as the first major review of the entire NSW
school curriculum since 1989. This report of the Review is based on statewide consultations
and online submissions, including public feedback on an Interim Report released in 2019. The
Review found strong community support for change and is recommending both short-term
and long-term reforms that will deliver a new curriculum for NSW schools.

This report of the NSW Curriculum Review is based on a series of public consultations across NSW in
2018, more than 60 meetings with stakeholder groups, over 2000 online submissions, and in excess of
700 responses to reform directions identified in an Interim Report in 2019. The Review also studied recent
curriculum reform initiatives in a number of other countries and reviewed evidence from cross-disciplinary
research into human learning and the conditions that promote successful learning.

Throughout the Review process, people have been generous with their time and deeply thoughtful in
providing advice. They have welcomed the opportunity and challenge to envision a curriculum appropriate
to school education well into the future.

A strong and consistent message has been that change is required; the current curriculum arrangements
are not the arrangements that will best serve children and young people of NSW into the future. Between 86
and 96 per cent of those responding online to the Interim Report's proposed reform directions expressed
their support for significant change.

The Review has identified several key concerns that must be addressed in any new curriculum. First,

the crowded nature of the current curriculum, including the amount of content some syllabuses expect
teachers to cover, is not conducive to teaching in depth or helping students see the relevance of what they
are learning. Second, the frequent separation of knowledge and skills, theory and application, and academic
and vocational learning in the current curriculum, and the associated undervaluing of skills, do little to
support students’ understandings of how knowledge can be put to use or their development of skills in
applying knowledge. Third, the timed nature of syllabuses that specify not only what should be taught, but
also when it should be taught and how long should be spent teaching it, means some students are being
required to move to the next year-level syllabus before mastering the content of the prior syllabus and so
are falling increasingly behind in their learning over time. Other students are being required to mark time
rather than advance to the more challenging material for which they are ready. Teachers require a more
flexible curriculum to ensure every student is provided with well-targeted stretch challenges and so makes
excellent ongoing progress.

Central to the proposed new curriculum is the development of ‘new syllabuses' to address these three
concerns. New syllabuses are proposed both for mandated subjects in the early and middle years of school
and for redeveloped subjects in the senior years. These syllabuses are leaner in content; are more focused
on developing deep understandings of disciplinary concepts and principles; provide better integration of
theory and the application of theory; build students' skills in applying knowledge; and are more flexible

in relation to the timing of teaching and learning to accommodate students' widely varying levels of
attainment and learning needs.

Although significant time will be required to ensure effective implementation of the new curriculum, the
Review is recommending that work be commenced immediately to deliver some elements of the new
curriculum as soon as possible. It will be essential that other features of schooling, including assessment
and reporting practices, are aligned with the principles and intentions of the new curriculum, and there will
be a need for significant investment in capacity building, of both current and future teachers, to support
schools' delivery of the new curriculum.

The Review has concluded that reform is urgent. There is clear evidence that many students are
disengaging from school, slipping behind in their learning, and not making the progress or achieving the
levels of which they are capable, with long-term costs to both individuals and NSW society. A redesigned
curriculum is part of the solution to ensuring every young person learns successfully and is well prepared
for further learning, life and work.
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SHORTENED FORMS

ACARA Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority
AECG NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group Inc.

AHISA Association of Heads of Independent Schools of Australia
AITSL Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership
ASQA Australian Skills Quality Authority

ATAR Australian Tertiary Admission Rank

BOSTES Board of Studies Teaching & Educational Standards NSW
CCSP Council of Catholic School Parents NSW/ACT

ESA Education Services Australia

ETA English Teachers Association

HSC Higher School Certificate

HTA History Teachers' Association of NSW

ICT Information and Communication Technologies

IEU Independent Education Union of Australia — NSW/ACT Branch
NAPLAN National Assessment Program — Literacy and Numeracy
NCEE US National Center on Education and the Economy

NESA NSW Education Standards Authority

NSW New South Wales

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PIRLS Progress in International Reading Literacy Study

PISA OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment
RoSA Record of School Achievement

RTO Registered Training Organisation

SACE South Australian Certificate of Education

SBATs School-based apprenticeships and traineeships

STEM Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics

TAFE Technical and Further Education

TIMSS Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
UAC Universities Admissions Centre

VET Vocational Education and Training

VETiS VET in Schools



TERMS OF REFERENCE

The NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) has been tasked with ‘a review of the
NSW curriculum to ensure it equips students to contribute to Australian society in the
21st century’ (the Review).

The Review is conducted in a context of a high performing NSW Education system, which strives to
meet the needs of a wide range of students, including those who are Aboriginal, or from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds, or living with disabilities.

The Review will undertake a comprehensive community engagement process to seek the diversity of
views in the community, including the views of young people, parents, employers and those involved
in the delivery of school education. These Terms of Reference have been developed following targeted
stakeholder engagement.

The aim of the Review is to enhance the effectiveness of school education in NSW to:

+ provide an education that engages and challenges every child and young person in learning,
rewards them for effort and promotes high standards, and

«  prepare each student with strong foundations of knowledge, capabilities and values to be lifelong
learners, and to flourish in a world in which rapid technological advances are contributing to
unprecedented economic and social change in unpredictable ways.

The Review will consider the strengths and weaknesses of the current NSW curriculum, its relationship
to the Australian Curriculum and its accessibility to the diverse learners of the NSW community.

The Review, in developing its recommendations, should:

1. articulate the purposes of the school curriculum, including underpinning philosophies and
principles
2. identify essential knowledge, skills and attributes as the common entitlement for all learners,
ensuring parity of access to learning that is necessary for success, taking account of:
a. theevidence on how skills and attributes are acquired through knowledge-based disciplines
b. the extent of overcrowding in the curriculum
c. the appropriate scope for school community choices about content
3. explain how the curriculum could be redesigned and presented to better support teaching, learning,
assessment and reporting, including by considering:
the desirability of identifying priorities for learning at different stages of schooling
the appropriate level of detail in curriculum documents
the breadth and depth of study
ways of improving every learner's transition into school and across the years of schooling
ways of enhancing the options and pathways for all students to further education and work
entlfy the implications of any new approach to curriculum design for:
assessment and reporting (including NAPLAN, the Record of School Achievement and the
Higher School Certificate)
pedagogical practices and teacher workload
teacher preparation and ongoing professional learning
school organisation and regulation
relevant legislation
measuring the quality and impact of schooling.
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The Review will have regard to:

National policy developments and reports, including:

— the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy 2015' , and the national
Closing the Gap strategy

— Through Growth to Achievement: Report of the Review to Achieve Educational Excellence in
Australian Schools.? The Review will contribute appropriately to any related national processes

— Lifting Our Game: Report of the Review to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian Schools
through Early Childhood Interventions®

— Australia's Chief Scientist, Dr Alan Finkel's report Optimising STEM industry-school
partnerships: inspiring Australia's next generation*

— the Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education conducted by Emeritus
Professor John Halsey®

— the Review of the Australian Curriculum: Final Report.®

— Obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 19927 and the Disability Standards for
Education 20158

— The 2016 BOSTES Review?® (particularly in relation to the crowded curriculum) and the Stronger
HSC Reforms? introduced from 2017

Any significant lessons to be drawn from other Australian jurisdictions including in their

implementation of the Australian Curriculum, as well as perspectives from international

jurisdictions where there have been recent reviews and curriculum revisions

Corresponding work of the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) to

review and refine the Australian Curriculum, including international research.

Education Council, National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander: Education Strategy 2015, 2015, viewed 6 August 2019, <http://
www.educationcouncil.edu.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/ATSI%20documents/NATSI_EducationStrategy_v3.pdf>.
Department of Education and Training 2018, Through growth to achievement: report of the review to achieve educational
excellence in Australian schools, Australian Government, Canberra, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://docs.education.gov.au/
documents/through-growth-achievement-report-review-achieve-educational-excellenceaustralian-0>.

S Pascoe & D Brennan, Lifting our game: report of the review to achieve educational excellence in Australian schools through
early childhood interventions, Victorian Government, Melbourne, December 2017, viewed 6 August 2019, <https://education.
nsw.gov.au/early-childhood-education/whats-happening-in-the-early-childhood-education-sector/lifting-our-game-report/
Lifting-Our-Game-Final-Report.pdf>.

Education Services Australia, Optimising STEM industry-school partnerships: inspiring Australia’s next generation: final report
April 2018, 12 April 2018, viewed 6 August 2019, <https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/2018/05/optimising-stem-industry-
school-partnerships-report-released/>.

J Halsey, Independent review into regional, rural and remote education: final report, Department of Education and Training,
January 2018, viewed 6 August 2019, <https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/independent-review-regional-rural-and-
remote-education-final-report>.

Review of the Australian Curriculum, Review of the Australian Curriculum: final report, Australian Government Department

of Education, 2014, viewed 6 August 2019, <https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/review-australian-curriculum-final-
report>.

Cwilth, Disability Discrimination Act 1992, 1992, viewed 6 August 2019, <https://www.legislation.gov.au/Series/C2004A04426>.
Department of Education and Training, Disability Standards for Education 2005 plus guidance notes, 2005, viewed 6 August
2019, <https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/disability-standards-education-2005>.

W Louden, L Paul & P Lambert, Review of the Board of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards: report of the independent
panel, NSW Government, 2016, viewed 6 August 2019, <https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/about/news/
news-stories/news-stories-detail/reviewing-the-board-of-studies-teaching-and-educational-standards>.

Board of Studies Teaching & Educational Standards NSW (BOSTES), Stronger HSC standards: blueprint, n.d., viewed 6 August
2019, <https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/wcm/connect/d210fd41-8c61-4754-aa45-7476b9305b1d/stronger-hsc-
standards-bostes-blueprint.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=>.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Review of the New South Wales school curriculum has concluded that change is
required. The changes recommended by the Review are far-reaching and amount to the
introduction of a new curriculum for NSW schools, from Kindergarten to Year 12. The
syllabuses of this new curriculum (referred to as ‘new syllabuses’) are designed to ensure
every student learns with understanding, builds skills in applying knowledge, and makes
excellent ongoing progress in their learning. The goal is to provide every student, in each
phase of their learning, with strong foundations for what comes next. Detailed planning,
piloting and implementation of the new curriculum will be required over an extended period of
time, possibly a decade, although some proposed changes should be introduced as a matter
of priority. The long-term vision is for a curriculum that supports teachers to nurture wonder,
ignite passion and provide every young person with knowledge, skills and attributes that

will help prepare them for a lifetime of learning, meaningful adult employment and effective
future citizenship.

Although the NSW school curriculum has served students well and continues to provide the foundations
for a quality education, the Review was presented with strong evidence of the need for change. Broader
changes in society, and particularly increasing globalisation and advances in technologies, have
changed forever the world in which students live, including future employment possibilities. With a
rapidly expanding range of activities now being performed by machines, occupations of the future

will require people with levels of knowledge and skill beyond the capabilities of current and emerging
technologies. The new and urgent challenge for schools and the school curriculum is to ensure that

all students reach levels of attainment currently achieved by only some. This challenge is being taken
seriously by some school systems internationally that recognise the risk of growing numbers of
students being left unemployable and economically disadvantaged throughout their lives, with likely
implications for increasing social inequalities and tensions.

However, by some indicators, current trends in student attainment in this state appear to be in the
opposite direction. Although there is evidence of improvement in reading levels in primary schools
(based on NAPLAN tests conducted between 2008 and 2018), the proportion of NSW 15 year olds
meeting minimally acceptable standards of reading, mathematical and scientific literacy has been in
steady decline (based on PISA assessments conducted between 2000 and 2018). New South Wales
students slipped from being among the highest performers in the world in 2000 to being near the OECD
average in 2018. In other words, while low-level skills are in declining demand in workplaces, the
proportion of NSW 15 year olds achieving only low-level skills has been growing. Reforms to the
content and structure of the curriculum, although only part of the solution, are essential in addressing
this challenge.

Teachers who spoke with the Review made strong calls for change. They described many current
syllabuses as overcrowded with content, impacting their ability to teach effectively. They commonly
described being under time pressure to cover large numbers of syllabus 'dot points'. As a result,

they experience difficulty in slowing down teaching and re-teaching to ensure students have learnt;
they have limited time to teach core ideas in depth, including by providing opportunities for students
to apply their learning in a range of contexts; and they often have insufficient time to build skills in
knowledge application through student projects and problem-based activities. The crowded nature of
many syllabuses, particularly in primary schools, but throughout the years of school, was described

as encouraging superficial coverage of material rather than teaching for understanding, exploring
relevance and meaning, and providing opportunities for students to transfer and apply what they learn.



Xii

NURTURING WONDER AND IGNITING PASSION | NSW CURRICULUM REVIEW

Many submissions called for changes to give higher priority to skills development in the curriculum.
Some argued for greater emphasis on ‘21%tcentury skills', ‘generic skills' or ‘general capabilities’, such
as skills in using technologies, critical and creative thinking, problem solving, working with others, and
communicating. Teachers described a tension between the development of skills of these kinds and the
delivery of existing syllabuses, and saw a need to resolve this tension. Others expressed concern over
the undervaluing of skills in the senior years of school, exacerbated by the current academic-vocational
divide, and called for changes that would result in every subject in these years promoting both skills
development and knowledge acquisition.

Another strong call from teachers was for a more flexible curriculum that would allow them to better
respond to individual learning needs. Most (but not all) existing syllabuses were described as specifying
not only what teachers are to teach, but also when they are to teach and how long they are to spend
teaching it. This often constrains their ability to make professional judgements about what individual
students are ready to learn and to adapt their teaching accordingly. Instead, teaching becomes a
process of delivering the specified year-level syllabus, ensuring it is fully covered, and then assessing
and grading each student on how well they have learnt what has been taught. The expectation that
teachers will deliver the same content to all students within mandated (or recommended) hours means
some students are being taught content for which they are not yet ready or require more time. As a
result, these students struggle, tend to achieve low grades year after year, and sometimes fall further
behind the longer they are in school. On the other hand, the most advanced students — who typically
begin each school year five or six years ahead of the least advanced students in the year level — often
are not adequately challenged by the content of year-level syllabuses. There was concern that many of
these students are not being stretched to the levels of which they are capable.

It seems likely that the crowded nature of many syllabuses, the undervaluing of skills in the curriculum,
and constraints on teachers' abilities to address individual learning needs contribute to many students
becoming disengaged from school. For too many students, school learning is a process of memorising
facts and routines with limited conceptual understanding. They often have few opportunities to see and
appreciate how what they are learning can be transferred and applied or to build practical skills in applying
knowledge. And many are being given repeated messages that they are underperforming against year-
level expectations, resulting in disengagement and some students falling even further behind.

Evidence from international research into learning — which also informed the Review's deliberations and
shaped its recommendations — reinforces the importance of developing students' deep understandings
of subject matter and their appreciation of the relevance and potential application of what they are
taught. Other research highlights the important role positive self-concept plays in successful learning,
and the possibility of promoting this by assisting students to see the progress they are making. And it

is now well established through research that learning is maximised when learners are given learning
opportunities appropriate to the points they have reached in their learning and at an appropriate level of
stretch challenge.

The Review has concluded that significant change is required if the school curriculum is to address
these concerns and provide every young person with the knowledge, skills and attributes they will
require for further learning, life and work. The recommended changes are far-reaching and amount to
the introduction of a new curriculum for NSW schools, from Kindergarten to Year 12. Central to this new
curriculum is a set of new syllabuses that are leaner in content; are more focused on developing deep
understandings of disciplinary concepts and principles; provide better integration of theory and the
application of theory; build students’ skills in applying knowledge; and are more flexible in relation to
the timing of teaching and learning to accommodate students' widely varying levels of attainment and
learning needs. In the senior years of school, a smaller number of rigorous, high quality HSC subjects is
envisaged, achieved by combining and consolidating existing subjects. It is recommended that the core
content of these new syllabuses be developed with reference to the Australian Curriculum and that, as
they are developed, new syllabuses replace the existing syllabuses of the NSW curriculum.
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The new curriculum

The new curriculum being proposed by the Review is based on the introduction of ‘new syllabuses’ for
all areas of learning throughout the years of school. These new syllabuses are designed to address
concerns raised with the Review about the need to prioritise depth rather than breadth of learning, to
better integrate knowledge and skills, and to provide greater flexibility for teachers to respond to the
learning needs of individual learners so that every student makes excellent ongoing progress in their
learning. The development and introduction of these new syllabuses could take up to a decade.

Figure 1 summarises the key features of new syllabuses and the issues they are designed to address.
These features apply to all subjects of the mandated curriculum in the early and middle years of school,
as well as to all subjects in the senior years.

The aim of the new
curriculum is to
ensure every student

learns with
understanding

builds skills

in applying
knowledge

makes
excellent
ongoing
progress

EXISTING SYLLABUSES

Overcrowded

Teachers say overcrowded
syllabuses make it difficult to
teach important content in depth.

Many students lack the depth

of understanding required to

apply subject learning in new and
unfamiliar contexts — as evidenced
by declining performances in PISA.

Separation of knowledge and skills

Existing syllabuses undervalue
and underdevelop skills in applying
knowledge. This is reflected in

the content of most tests and
examinations; the separation of
‘general capabilities' from subject
knowledge; and the separation of
knowledge-based and skills-based
learning in the senior years.

Progress based on time

Existing syllabuses are time-
limited. Many students are

forced to move to the next year-
level syllabus before they have
mastered the current syllabus,
and so fall increasingly far behind
over time. Many other students
ready for the next syllabus are
required to mark time and are not
adequately challenged.

Figure 1 Key features of 'new syllabuses’

NEW SYLLABUSES

Refocused

Teaching and learning are focused
on developing students’ deep
understandings of important
concepts, principles and methods
in each subject. Factual and
procedural knowledge remain
essential, but the syllabuses of the
new curriculum prioritise depth
rather than breadth of learning.

Integration of knowledge and skills

Learning in every subject is a mix

of theory and application, with no
subject focused only on knowledge
or only on skills. New syllabuses
develop skills in applying knowledge
(for example, critical and creative
thinking) and provide opportunities
for students to develop and
demonstrate such skills.

Progress based on attainment

New syllabuses are untimed. They
do not specify when every student
must commence, or how long

they have to learn, each syllabus.
Students progress to the next
syllabus once they have mastered
the prior syllabus. Students who
require more time have it; students
ready to advance are able to do so.
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Learning with understanding

A feature of all new syllabuses is their strong focus on ensuring students learn with understanding.
This is achieved by giving greater priority to fundamental concepts and principles in each subject and
by providing opportunities for students to see how these concepts and principles can be applied in a
range of meaningful contexts. In many subjects, this means emphasising depth rather than breadth

of learning. Rather than attempting to cover large amounts of factual and procedural content, new
syllabuses focus on a smaller set of core factual knowledge, concepts and principles and are designed
to develop increasingly deep understandings of these over time.

The objectives here are to: focus new syllabuses on what is essential to each subject; address concerns
about ‘overcrowded' syllabuses that require large amounts of material to be covered in limited amounts
of time, thereby encouraging more superficial forms of teaching and learning; provide opportunities

for students to develop deeper understandings of content through the transfer and application of their
learning to a range of situations and problems; and enhance engagement and enjoyment of learning by
keeping rote learning to a minimum and assisting students to see the meaning and relevance of what
they are learning.

This feature of new syllabuses requires the identification of core content in each subject and the
design of teaching and learning around this core. The prioritised factual and procedural knowledge is
knowledge required for further learning in a subject. The prioritised concepts and principles are those
around which knowledge is organised and that are developed and understood in increasing depth over
time. The sequencing of content is informed by theoretical and empirical research into how learning
occurs in each subject.

1.  Design new syllabuses for each subject, including subjects of the senior years, to reduce the
volume of mandated content where appropriate and to prioritise the learning of core facts,
concepts and principles.

1.1 In each subject of the new curriculum, identify essential facts, concepts and principles, the
understanding of which is developed in increasing depth over time, and where required, use
this to identify content that is more peripheral and could be removed.

1.2 Decide how this core content is to be sequenced through new syllabuses, informed by
evidence of how increasingly deep knowledge and understandings in a subject commonly
unfold and are best developed over time.

Skills in applying knowledge

The second feature of all new syllabuses is their design to give greater attention to skills in using
knowledge. This feature applies both to learning areas of the common curriculum that all students
undertake and also to subjects that extend and build on subjects of the common curriculum in the later
years of school.

New syllabuses are designed not only to develop increasingly sophisticated knowledge and deeper
understanding of an area of learning, but also skills in applying that knowledge. No subject is focused
solely on developing knowledge or solely on developing skills; theory and the application of theory are
seen as intertwined and essential features of every subject.

Skills in applying knowledge include subject-specific skills, but also skills in using technologies,

sourcing and analysing information, critical and creative thinking, collaborating, and communicating.

New syllabuses specify how students’ skills in applying knowledge are to be developed in parallel with
their advancing knowledge and understanding of each subject. Rather than being taught or assessed
separately from subjects, such skills are incorporated into new syllabuses and are seen as an integral part
of developing competence in each subject.

The development and demonstration of skills depend on opportunities for students to put their subject
knowledge and understandings to work, for example, through practical applications, problem solving
activities or investigative projects. In these ways, students build and extend their subject knowledge and
also develop an important range of skills in using that knowledge.

2. Design new syllabuses not only to develop increasingly sophisticated knowledge and deeper
understandings of a subject, but also skills in applying that knowledge.

2.1 Make explicit in new syllabuses for every subject that skills in applying knowledge are part of
the intended learning, and show how these skills are to be developed over time. These skills
include subject-specific skills, but also skills in using technologies, sourcing and analysing
information, critical and creative thinking, collaborating and communicating.
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Excellent ongoing progress

The third feature of all new syllabuses is their design to ensure every student makes excellent ongoing
progress in their learning. This feature is a response to the observation that existing syllabuses are
time-limited, meaning that many students are required to move to the next year-level syllabus before
they have mastered the current syllabus. These students often fall increasingly far behind with each
year of school and fail to make the progress they otherwise could. Many other students are not
adequately challenged by their current syllabus and are ready for the next. These students often mark
time and also do not make the progress they are capable of making.

New syllabuses are untimed. They do not specify when every student must commence, or how long
they have to learn, any given syllabus. Students progress to the next syllabus once they have mastered
the prior syllabus. Students who require more time have it; students ready to advance are able to do so.
Teachers determine when students have achieved a syllabus and are ready to move to the next.

A consequence is that students in the same year of school may not all be working on the same new
syllabus at the same time. The underlying principle is that learning is maximised when learners are
presented with appropriately challenging material, rather than being under-challenged by what they
already know or over-challenged by what they are not yet ready to learn.

3. Design new syllabuses that do not specify when every student must commence, or how
long they have to learn, the content of each syllabus.

3.1 Make new syllabuses untimed, with students progressing to the next syllabus once
they have mastered the prior syllabus. Students who require more time should have it;
students ready to advance should be able to do so.

3.2 Specify what students are expected to know, understand and be able to do as a result
of being taught each syllabus in a subject and illustrate this standard with samples of
student responses and work.

Building strong foundations

The primary objective of the new curriculum is to provide every student, in each phase of learning, with
strong foundations for what comes next. The ultimate aim is to ensure every student leaves school well
prepared for a lifetime of ongoing learning and informed and active citizenship and with knowledge, skills
and attributes that will help equip them for meaningful work and satisfying careers. Underpinning this
objective is recognition that there are currently significant costs to individuals and society when students
fall behind in their learning and leave school with inadequate levels of attainment.

As well as introducing new syllabuses for every subject to give greater priority to learning with
understanding, building skills in applying knowledge, and ensuring every student makes excellent ongoing
progress in their learning, the new curriculum establishes a number of priorities for teaching and learning
in each phase of school.

The early years

The early years of school are crucial in establishing foundations for future learning success. By the time
they commence school, children are at widely varying points in their learning and development. They
have very different levels of social and emotional maturity, language skills, cognitive development and
psychomotor development. The challenge in these early years is to ensure that every child, especially
those with developmental delays and from disadvantaged backgrounds, gets off to a good start and
builds the foundations for subsequent success at school.

The new curriculum makes this a priority. It does this first by giving precedence to foundational aspects
of children’s learning and development: their social and emotional development, oral language skills,
early reading skills, and early mathematics knowledge and skills. These are prioritised over all other
areas of the school curriculum, particularly for children who are less advanced in these aspects of their
development. The new curriculum does not propose that children spend inordinate amounts of time

on reading and mathematics to the exclusion of other aspects of learning, including physical activity,
play, music and art. However, given their importance as foundations for future success at school, these
prioritised areas of learning are singled out in the new curriculum for special attention, particularly for
children who require it.
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Second, the new curriculum recognises that teachers require flexibility to respond to children's widely
varying levels of development and learning needs. A key to ensuring every child establishes strong
foundations in the early years is to identify the points they have reached in their learning — for example,
the extent to which they have mastered early reading skills — and to tailor teaching accordingly. Rather
than assuming every child in the same year of school is ready for the same year-level syllabus, the new
curriculum is redesigned to support teachers to identify the stages individuals have reached in their
learning so that they can respond flexibly to their different learning needs. This includes ensuring more
advanced children are challenged to the levels of which they are capable.

4. In the early years of school, give priority to providing every child with solid foundations in
the basics, especially oral language development, early reading and writing skills and early
mathematics knowledge and skills.

4.1 Make explicit in the curriculum that oral language development, early reading and writing
skills and early mathematics skills are top priorities in the early years of school, particularly
for children who are less advanced in these areas, and that these take precedence over
other aspects of learning.

4.2 Develop a detailed and explicit curriculum for the teaching of reading as part of new
syllabuses for the subject English, structured to assist teachers to establish and diagnose
where individual children are in their reading development, and accompanied by evidence-
based teaching advice.

4.3 Structure the early mathematics curriculum to support teachers to establish the points
children have reached in their mathematics learning, including by diagnosing conceptual
gaps and skills deficits, and provide accompanying evidence-based teaching advice as
part of new syllabuses in mathematics.

The middle years

During the middle years of school every student studies a set of mandated subjects. These subjects are
intended to build students' understandings of themselves, society and the wider world, and to provide
exposure to important bodies of human knowledge. The subjects of this common curriculum provide
essential foundations for learning in the later years of school and for life more generally.

The new curriculum maintains this existing set of subjects. However, many students during these
middle years currently do not achieve intended levels of learning in mandated subjects. The OECD

has identified minimally acceptable levels of attainment in reading, mathematics and science by 15
years of age. Between one in five and one in four students in NSW do not reach these levels, and these
percentages have been increasing steadily over the past two decades. For these students, the common
curriculum of the middle years does not build strong foundations for life or further learning at school.

The new curriculum is designed to address this challenge. It does this by setting clear standards

that every student is expected to achieve in mandated subjects by the completion of their schooling

— something that does not exist currently — and by providing teachers and parents/carers with an
improved basis for monitoring students' long-term progress and for identifying students who are not on
track to achieve these standards.

In addition, the new curriculum requires every student to commence learning a second language during
their primary years. The goal of language learning in the new curriculum is to provide every student with
some knowledge of a second language and to lay the foundations for an increased number of students

to pursue advanced levels of proficiency, particularly in languages of the region.

The curriculum also expects every student during the middle years of school to develop a common
understanding and appreciation of Aboriginal cultures and histories. These are seen as essential
foundations for informed adult citizenship in Australia.
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5. Inthe middle years of school, give priority to providing every student with challenging
learning material appropriate to their current level of attainment in the expectation
that they meet (and ideally exceed) a minimally acceptable standard in each mandated
subject by the completion of school.

5.1 Maintain the existing set of mandated subjects; for each subject define the minimum
level of attainment every student should achieve by the completion of school; and
provide teachers and parents/carers with a way of monitoring whether individuals are on
track to achieve that standard.

5.2 Require every student to commence learning a second language during their primary
years, making use of technology where possible.

5.3 Develop a curriculum that specifies what every student should know and understand
about Aboriginal cultures and histories, and incorporate this curriculum into Human
Society and its Environment.

The later years

During the later years of school, the focus of student learning currently is on preparation for particular
post-school destinations. For most students, this means working to achieve entry to a desired higher
education course. For others, it means preparing for work. During these years, students undertake
programs of study that reflect their aspirations, interests and perceived capabilities.

There is a strong divide in these years between academic and vocational learning. These two kinds
of preparation are based on different intended outcomes, curricular approaches, pedagogies, and
forms of assessment. In one case, the focus is primarily on acquiring knowledge to be tested in

final examinations which determine a student's Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) and thus
likelihood of being selected into a university course of choice. In the other, the focus is primarily on
acquiring skills that must be demonstrated and confirmed in practice and that usually are determined
by the requirements of externally provided vocational qualifications. There is also a clear hierarchy;
most students and parents see the academic pathway as preferable to the vocational pathway, which
tends to be viewed as more appropriate for ‘'less able' students.

It is not obvious that these existing arrangements provide the strong foundations that every student
now requires for further learning, adult life and the world of work. Both provide relatively narrow
preparations in their own way, either driven by the needs of universities or by industry bodies. They
also promote artificial and unhelpful distinctions between knowledge and skills, theory and practice,
and academic and vocational learning. The new curriculum aims to ensure that every student in the
later years of school develops advanced knowledge in chosen areas of study, skills in applying that
knowledge, and attributes to equip them for life and future careers.

Central to the new curriculum in the later years is a limited number of rigorous, high quality HSC
subjects. A smaller number of subjects is envisaged, achieved by combining and consolidating earlier
subjects. Each new subject integrates theory and the application of theory. The mix of theory and
application varies from subject to subject, but advanced knowledge and advanced skills are features of
every subject. Vocational learning is not quarantined to a set of vocational education and training (VET)
subjects, but is seen as relevant to every student and area of learning. Skills such as problem solving,
working in teams, collaborating, communicating, and thinking critically and creatively are promoted in
all subjects and are also developed and demonstrated through a major investigative project that every
student undertakes.

To minimise the current academic-vocational dichotomy and to support student pathways from school
to post-school destinations, the new curriculum introduces a new framework for learning in the senior
years. This framework consists of a set of new ‘learning areas’ which function as focal points for
schools' relationships with relevant industries and post-school providers, as well as playing a role in
developing students' understandings of career opportunities, courses and pathways. Figure 2 shows
what these new learning areas might look like. Every subject in the senior years is assigned to one of
these areas.
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Figure 2 A new framework for learning in the senior years of school

6. Inthe later years of school, give priority to providing every student with opportunities to
pursue personal interests and strengths through rigorous, specialised subjects, each of
which builds solid theoretical foundations, provides opportunities to transfer and apply
knowledge, and develops skills in the practical application of subject learning.

6.1 Eliminate the current bifurcation of learning in the later years by developing over time
a new set of HSC subjects, each of which involves rigorous, high-quality learning that
integrates knowledge and the practical application of knowledge.

6.2 Replace the existing learning areas in the later years with a newly defined set, allocate
all future HSC subjects to these areas and promote them as focal points for schools’
connections with relevant industries and post-school providers and pathway and career
advice.

6.3 Require every student to undertake a major investigative project in a subject of their
choosing, with common assessment criteria, moderation of teacher assessments, and
performances forming part of a student's HSC results.

6.4 Establish a taskforce comprising representatives of the higher education sector, the
school sector and the Universities Admissions Centre, to investigate the feasibility of not
calculating and reporting the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR).

Stakeholder engagement

The implementation of the new curriculum will need to occur over a number of years to allow new
syllabuses and curriculum features to be designed, developed and piloted in schools. Stakeholder
groups, particularly teachers, should be closely involved in all phases of implementation. This will be
important to ensure new arrangements are introduced in ways that best support the work of teachers
and schools, as well as achieve their broader educational purposes. The new curriculum should be
developed collaboratively and ‘owned’ by the widest possible range of NSW stakeholders.

It will be essential that those leading the implementation of the new curriculum communicate clearly
the key intentions, guiding principles and underpinning evidence base for the new curriculum. This
includes explaining the urgency of change. It will be equally important to communicate what is not
intended. Although feedback on the Review's Interim Report provided strong support for its proposed
reform directions, it was often made clear that this support was contingent on how the Review's
intentions were implemented in practice.
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7. Involve stakeholder groups, especially teachers, in all implementation phases of the new
curriculum.

7.1 Consult and actively involve all relevant stakeholder groups in the planning, development
and pilot testing of new curriculum arrangements.

7.2 Implement a communications plan to explain the urgency of curriculum reform and the
key intentions, guiding principles and underpinning evidence base for the new curriculum,
including by clarifying what is not intended.

Creating enabling conditions

The successful introduction of the new curriculum will depend on the creation of a number of enabling
conditions, including increased time for teachers to focus on the priorities of the new curriculum;
teaching, assessment and reporting practices aligned with the principles and intentions of the new
curriculum; and professional capacity building to support schools' delivery of the new curriculum.

Time for teaching and learning

Many teachers who spoke with the Review described being under time pressure. Some commented that
this made it difficult to teach important content in depth. Teachers described experiencing time pressure
from a number of directions. Much of it arose from the amount of content in existing syllabuses. Some
reported that the volume of content meant that they moved quickly from one ‘dot point’ to the next in

an effort to cover everything, often skating across the surface of the curriculum in the process. There
were also concerns about extra requirements imposed on schools by governments and school systems.
Submissions to the Review listed a variety of topics that have been added to the work of schools in recent
years in response to specific events, pressure from lobby groups, and government concerns about health
and social issues not being addressed elsewhere. Schools pointed out that these issues were added
with little or no consideration of their impact on the rest of the curriculum or the workload of schools.
And a range of other recent developments were considered to have reduced teachers' time to teach the
curriculum, including external compliance requirements. There were numerous references to ‘box ticking'
and paperwork now required of teachers. These additional demands on teachers' time will need to be
addressed to maximise the time available to teach the new curriculum.

8. Review current external demands on teachers' and school leaders’ time in an effort to
maximise the time available for teaching, learning and instructional leadership.

8.1 Review recent requests that schools add extra-curricular issues and topics to the
school curriculum to determine whether all are still necessary, and review protocols
for adding such issues and topics in the future.

8.2 Review current paperwork and compliance requirements of teachers and school
leaders with a view to reducing the time currently spent on such activities. This review
should be undertaken by NESA and each school sector.

An aligned learning ‘system’

The successful introduction of the new curriculum also will depend on changes to other aspects of
schooling to bring them into alignment with the principles and intentions of the new curriculum. These
other aspects include, but are not limited to, approaches to classroom teaching, assessment and
reporting, as well as broader approaches to improvement, including professional development and
networking, initial teacher education, performance monitoring and accountability. The new curriculum
is envisaged as part of an integrated learning ‘system’ in which the components of the system are
mutually supportive and aligned with the principles that underpin the new curriculum. In particular, they
need to reflect the new curriculum’s focus on promoting learning with understanding, building skills

in applying knowledge, establishing and understanding where individuals are in their learning, and
targeting individual learning needs with evidence-based teaching.

Xix



XX

NURTURING WONDER AND IGNITING PASSION | NSW CURRICULUM REVIEW

Because tests, examinations and other assessment processes have a significant influence in directing
teacher and student effort, it is particularly important that these are closely aligned with the intentions
of the new curriculum. The new curriculum's focus on learning with understanding means that
assessment processes should value and provide information about how well students understand core
concepts, principles and ways of thinking and working in a subject. The new curriculum's focus on
integrating knowledge and skills means that assessments designed solely or primarily to test students
mastery of a body of knowledge or a checklist of skills provide an incomplete picture of student
learning. And the new curriculum's focus on ensuring every student makes excellent ongoing progress
in their learning requires assessments capable of establishing where students are in their learning,
providing feedback to guide next steps, and monitoring long-term learning progress.

9.  Work to ensure all components of the learning system — including professional capacity
building, assessment and reporting processes, and broader improvement efforts — are
aligned with the principles and intentions of the new curriculum.

9.1 Build a coherent system of support for the new curriculum’s goals to promote learning
with understanding, to build skills in applying knowledge, and to assist teachers to
establish where students are in their learning so that individual needs can be addressed
with appropriately targeted, evidence-based teaching.

9.2 In assessing student learning, give greater priority to students' understanding of core
facts, concepts and principles, ability to apply these understandings in relevant settings,
and skills in knowledge application.

9.3 Develop, implement and promote assessment and reporting practices to establish the
points individuals have reached in their learning, to provide diagnostic feedback to
support further learning, and to monitor students' long-term learning progress.

Professional capacity building

The successful implementation of the new curriculum depends on teachers understanding its intentions
and having the requisite professional knowledge and skills for implementation. Core to the new
curriculum is its view of teaching as the process of establishing where students are in their learning

and then ensuring individuals are taught new syllabuses appropriate to their current levels of
attainment. Initial teacher education programs and ongoing professional learning should be based

on recognition that teaching, at its heart, is about understanding where learners are in their learning,
including by identifying skills gaps and misunderstandings, and providing targeted teaching that
challenges and extends learners to higher levels of attainment. And, having established where
individuals are in their learning, teachers need an understanding of effective, evidence-based teaching
strategies and interventions.

10. Invest in professional capacity building to support the implementation of the new curriculum.

10.1 Promote an understanding of teaching as the process of first establishing where students
are in their learning and then providing stretch learning challenges appropriate to individuals'
current levels of attainment.

10.2 Develop and deliver professional learning to build teachers’ skills in assessing and diagnosing
student learning and their knowledge of effective, evidence-based teaching strategies.
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Timeline for introduction

Work should be commenced as soon as possible on the development of new syllabuses for English
and Mathematics in the early and middle years of school. It is proposed that syllabuses for these two
learning areas be developed in parallel, with syllabuses for the early years being available after two
years of development. The staged design, development, piloting and introduction of all syllabuses in
English and Mathematics will require six years. The Review has proposed a timeline for developing,
finalising and introducing new syllabuses (Figure 3). If possible, new syllabuses should be developed in
consultation with the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority as it redevelops the
Australian Curriculum.

Work to develop syllabuses for Science and Human Society and its Environment will commence one year
later than syllabuses for English and Mathematics, and for other key learning areas, one year after that.

New syllabuses in Human Society and its Environment should incorporate an explicit curriculum in
Aboriginal cultures and histories and, in the first two years of planning the new curriculum, work should
be commenced on scoping and confirming technology-based resources to support second language
learning in primary schools.

In parallel with work to develop new syllabuses for the early and middle years of school, work should

be commenced as soon as possible on the planning and development of new syllabuses for the senior
years of school. This work should commence with the development of a new framework for learning in
the senior years, consisting of a set of newly defined 'learning areas', with every existing subject then
being allocated to one of these areas. Consideration should be given to how these new learning areas
can serve as focal points for building stronger connections between schools and post-school education
and training providers and relevant industries, and also for developing students' understandings of
career possibilities and pathways into those careers.

NESA should then begin a process of reviewing subjects within each new learning area with a view to
designing a set of future HSC subjects, each of which integrates knowledge and skills, and theory and
application. A key task will be to consider how learning in each subject might be modularised to enable
progress in the subject to be assessed and recognised, and to provide students with more flexibility

to choose which and how many modules they complete. At least a decade may be required to develop
and introduce the entire set of new HSC subjects. The Review also has proposed a timeline for the
development of new HSC syllabuses (Figure 4).

In the first two years of planning the new curriculum, specifications should be developed for the major
investigative project recommended by the Review. Key tasks will be to decide on the size of the project
(anticipated number of hours) and the essential features and requirements of the project.
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1. THE CONTEXT

Although there have been several major reviews of schooling arrangements and the school
curriculum in NSW over recent decades, many aspects of current arrangements have their
origins in the recommendations of the Wyndham Committee report of 1957. The Wyndham
recommendations included the automatic transition of all students from primary to
secondary school; the provision of a ‘core’ curriculum with increasing electives across the
first four years of secondary school; the possibility of students undertaking courses leading
to a Higher School Certificate (HSC) examination, the type and content of which ‘should be
such as to make it acceptable as a test for university matriculation’; and the establishment of
an independent board with authority for the development of HSC courses, the conduct of HSC
examinations, and the issuing of certificates.

The world in which schools now operate would be largely unrecognisable to members of the Wyndham
Committee. It would barely be recognisable to members of the Carrick Committee who reported on their
review of NSW schooling in 1989. Advances in globalisation, communication, and access to information,
and fundamental changes in Australian society and many of its institutions have changed forever the
contexts in which schools work, the challenges and opportunities they face, and the students who
attend them. This Review commences with a brief look at some aspects of the environment in which
NSW schools now operate and possible implications for the school curriculum.

The evolution of schooling

The Review has adopted a long-term perspective. From the outset, the task has been interpreted not
so much as reviewing and suggesting changes to current syllabuses or making recommendations
about operational matters for which NESA already has well-established decision-making processes, as
developing possible design features for a future school curriculum. The focus of the Review has been
on understanding perceived strengths and weaknesses of the current curriculum; exploring community
aspirations for schooling in the future; and proposing broad-brush features of a curriculum that could
well require a decade to plan and establish. This is not to say that immediate changes may not be
required to existing syllabuses, but the primary goal of the Review has been to develop a long-term
vision for the curriculum in NSW.

In adopting this approach, the Review has recognised that existing curriculum arrangements are the
result of decisions made over many decades. An attempt has been made to look forward, but also
backward to understand the intentions and motivations that produced the current curriculum. This has
been instructive in revealing recurring themes and issues and in understanding past curriculum reform
efforts, both successful and unsuccessful.™

Examples of recurring themes can be found in the ways in which the various phases of schooling have
evolved in NSW. Throughout the history of the state, there has been steadily growing demand for higher
levels of education as more of the population has sought access first to primary schooling, then lower
secondary schooling, then senior secondary schooling, then tertiary education. The expansion of these
educational phases has followed broadly similar patterns.

At first, only a small percentage of the age cohort has participated in any given phase. These students
are drawn mainly from a social and/or academic elite, with entry being restricted either to families who
can afford it or to students who meet entry requirements, usually through an entrance examination.

' For a review of the history of school reform efforts in New South Wales see J Hughes & P Brock, Reform and resistance in NSW public
education: six attempts at major reform, 1905-1995, NSW Department of Education and Training, Sydney, 2008.
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This select group of students forms a core of individuals being prepared for professional and leadership
positions in society, typically through a university education. A relatively small number of schools
deliver a curriculum to these students which is strongly academic in focus.

Then, as student demand for the phase grows, the government becomes increasingly involved in
meeting this growing demand. This includes attempting to cater for the ‘non-academic’ students

now wishing to participate in the phase, possibly by introducing separate institutions, courses or
qualifications for students not expected to continue beyond the phase. Government fees, if they existed,
are abolished and the entrance examination to the phase is used not so much to control entry as to
allocate students to institutions and courses. An exit qualification from the phase is introduced by
government, possibly replacing an earlier university-provided qualification.

Finally, as almost the entire age cohort participates in the phase, student participation is made
compulsory. If an entrance examination to the phase existed (possibly an exit examination from the
prior phase), its significance is now greatly reduced and it eventually is abolished. With near-universal
participation, earlier differentiation is replaced by attempts to identify a common core of learning for
the entire student cohort, and separate qualifications are merged into a common qualification for all
students. And, as an increasing percentage of students proceed to the next educational phase, the exit
credential decreases in significance as a selection mechanism and it too eventually may be removed.

These broadly similar steps in the evolution of schooling in NSW can be seen in the brief summary
provided in Figure 5. An advantage of a long-term perspective of this kind is that it is a reminder that
today's schooling arrangements, syllabuses, examinations and qualifications exist at a point in history
and are part of an evolutionary process. Schools of the past were not organised as they are today. For
hundreds of years, in much of the world, children were educated in one-teacher village schools.

One-teacher schools also were common across NSW during the nineteenth century. Today's model of
schooling, based on classes of children of the same age all being taught the same curriculum, became
predominant during the 20th century. And it is unlikely that schools of the future will be organised as
they are today, particularly as technologies play an increasing role in individualising learning.

A long-term perspective also allows current arrangements in particular phases of schooling to be

seen in the light of changes that occurred in earlier phases. For example, current concerns about the
best ways to cater for ‘non-academic’ students in the senior school have their parallel in early 20th
century concerns in the junior secondary school. The response at that time was to introduce different
curricula, sometimes leading to different qualifications. At one time there was a '‘Commercial’ certificate
for 'non-academic’ junior secondary students that sat alongside, and was eventually merged with,

the mainstream ‘Intermediate’ certificate. As most of the age cohort has participated in a phase of
school and progressed to the next, the trend has been to abandon attempts to provide differentiated
arrangements and to provide all students with a largely common curriculum.

With a long-term perspective it also becomes clear that current differences in curriculum, teaching and
assessment arrangements in the different phases of school often have resulted from the progressive
addition of new phases as they were required. Today's students, rather than experiencing learning

as a continuous and seamless process, often negotiate transitions and cope with between-phase
differences that exist largely for historical reasons.
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A small percentage of NSW children attended primary school in the early years of the colony.
Participation rates grew throughout the nineteenth century. The concept of 'secondary education’ did
not really exist until the 20" century.

The Public Instruction Act of 1880 introduced compulsory, free education and made school education
the responsibility of a government department. Primary schooling effectively became universal
following the Act of 1880 when participation rates increased by 25 per cent. Examinations at the end of
this phase, variously named the Qualifying Certificate Examination, High School Entrance Examination
and Primary Final Examination, were eventually abolished.

Junior secondary

A small percentage of students attended secondary schools in the early 20™ century. A Qualifying
Certificate Examination for entry was introduced in 1911 (replaced by the High School Entrance
Examination in 1923). By 1920, of the 46 000 students who completed primary school, 4000 began
secondary school.

A review was initiated in 1933 into how junior secondary education could meet the needs of

all students. By 1935, 60 per cent of students began secondary school, with the majority being
considered 'non-academic'. The Intermediate Certificate at the end of this phase was broadened
and a 'General Activities' curriculum was introduced in 1939 for less academic students. With
almost all students progressing from primary to secondary school, the High School Entrance
Examination was abolished in 1943.

By 1945, 97 per cent of students participated in junior secondary education. An ‘Alternative
Curriculum' was introduced for less academic students in 1946, but the Wyndham report of 1957
recommended a core of subjects for all junior secondary students, automatic transition from
primary to secondary school, and the introduction of the School Certificate based on external
examination. By 2011, with most students continuing to the senior secondary school, the School
Certificate was discontinued..

Senior secondary

A small but growing percentage of students participated in senior secondary schooling by the mid-

20t century following completion of the Intermediate Certificate and in preparation for the Leaving
Certificate. By 1956, of the 50 000 students who had commenced secondary school, 8000 were enrolled
in Year 12. The Wyndham committee recommended the introduction of the Higher School Certificate

in 1957.

By 1995, 66 per cent of the 76 000 students who had taken the Year 10 School Certificate undertook
the Higher School Certificate in Year 12. In that year, a review was initiated into the HSC (the McGaw
review). The review recommended more advanced courses for more able students, the introduction of
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) subjects into the HSC, and the clearer separation of the HSC
from university selection processes.

By 2018, the apparent retention rate from Year 7 to Year 12 had increased to 77 per cent and almost

77 000 students were studying one or more Higher School Certificate courses. A national goal was

set to lift the Year 12 (or equivalent) participation rate to 90 per cent by 2020. Following the Bradley
review of 2008, there was significant growth in the proportion of Year 12 students continuing to tertiary
study, with the expectation that at least 40 per cent of Australian 25-34 year olds would hold at least a
bachelor's degree by 2025.

Figure 5 Brief summary of the evolution of schooling in NSW
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A changing world

The past three decades have seen substantial change in the contexts in which schools work.
Developments in technology have given students entirely new ways of communicating and interacting,
as well as ready access to vast amounts of globally generated information. The nature of workplaces
has changed irreversibly, along with the knowledge, skills and attributes most workplaces now require.
And there have been profound changes in Australian society and its institutions. These and other
developments have impacted the day-to-day work of schools and increased the challenges of engaging
and supporting young people and preparing them for their futures.

For today's students, the world is less certain and less secure than it was for their parents' and
grandparents' generations. They are living in a period of rapid, ongoing change and growing social
fragmentation. Through the media, including social media, they are exposed directly to the details

of global terrorism and violence. They are witnessing increasing public cynicism about traditional
institutions, including religious and political institutions and their leaders; the erosion of traditional
values; growing questioning of ‘truth’; and the emergence of ‘fake news'. Many are concerned about
environmental sustainability, social inequalities and the future, and large numbers of today's students
are exposed to the realities of substance abuse, easy access to age-inappropriate online content, and
cyber-bullying. Parental anxiety and the addictive nature of technology have led many young people to
become more isolated, more anxious and less social.

These developments present schools with enormous challenges. Dealing with mental health issues is
now an essential part of the work of most schools. Building resilience in children and young people is
a priority, as is promoting optimism, self-confidence and positive mindsets. With the decline of other
institutions — sometimes including families — that once played a lead role in inculcating values and
developing character, schools have found it increasingly necessary to give priority to students’ social
and emotional development, and often to their physical and mental safety, health and wellbeing.

This raises a question about the scope of the school curriculum. For many teachers, the ‘curriculum’
currently is defined by a set of syllabus documents and the associated outcomes they are expected

to teach and students are expected to learn. This syllabus-driven conception of curriculum has been
adopted at the senior secondary level and extended through the years of school. Schools' efforts to
address mental health issues, build student resilience, inculcate values and develop character often are
described as outside and additional to this formal school curriculum, and sometimes are considered to
impinge on the time available for delivering the curriculum. But in the twenty-first century, should the
curriculum of schools explicitly include and give greater priority to the social, ethical, emotional and
physical development and health of every student, and recognise these as school-wide and school-
long priorities? And if so, what role, if any, should a curriculum development authority play in supporting
schools in these aspects of their work?

Rapid changes are also occurring in workplaces and to occupations that once provided destinations
for school leavers. A growing proportion of routine, low-skill jobs are being replaced by machines or
lost to low-wage economies. This is likely to accelerate with ongoing advances in robotics, artificial
intelligence and machine learning. By some estimates, up to 40 per cent of existing occupations

will be automated over the next two decades. These developments have profound implications for
students and schools. In particular, it is becoming increasingly unacceptable for significant proportions
of students to leave school with low levels of academic attainment. The OECD's Programme for
International Student Assessment revealed steady growth in the proportion of NSW 15 year olds with
unacceptably low levels of reading literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy between 2000
and 2015. But even minimally acceptable levels of attainment in these areas are likely to be inadequate
for meaningful employment in the knowledge economies of the future. There is an urgent need to lift the
bar for every student.

Students with low levels of school attainment will be particularly vulnerable in an environment in which
youth unemployment and underemployment remain serious issues. Nearly a third of Australian young
people are currently unemployed or underemployed and many struggle to find employment in the fields

in which they were trained. In 2016, only a third of graduates of vocational education and training (VET)
programs were employed in their field of training. Students with low levels of school attainment are likely
to be disproportionately disadvantaged in a more casualised workforce with lower levels of job security,
increased part-time and freelance work, and multiple job and career changes. Already, 30 per cent of
Australian workers are participating in flexible working arrangements involving multiple jobs or employers.
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At the same time, there are growing shortages in the areas of Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM). The number of professional, scientific and technical jobs is predicted to increase
substantially over the next decade, together with jobs in health care. And with continuing advances in
digital technologies, skills in the use of information and communication technologies will be important
for all students, with advanced skills becoming increasingly in demand. Despite this growing demand,
average levels of school attainment in mathematics and science have been in steady decline over recent
decades, as have the proportions of NSW students choosing to study more challenging STEM subjects
in the senior years of school.

Changes in workplaces and the knowledge and skills they require have clear implications for schools
and the school curriculum. Higher levels of attainment will be required across the board if most
students are to be engaged productively in the knowledge- and service-based workforces of the future.
This will include higher average levels of attainment in reading literacy, mathematical literacy and
scientific literacy. Students also will require skills to work in modern workplaces and changing and
uncertain environments, including transferable skills in communicating, collaborating, critical thinking,
problem solving, digital literacy, project management, creativity and innovation. And, in an increasingly
globalised world, students will require knowledge and skills to participate as active citizens and to work
across national borders, including high levels of inter-cultural understanding.

The changing student population

The student population in NSW schools continues to grow in size and complexity. Today, approximately
1.2 million students in Kindergarten to Year 12 attend 3100 schools and are taught by more than

100 000 in-school teaching staff. These numbers are predicted to grow over coming decades in line
with anticipated population growth. In Greater Sydney alone, the population is forecast to grow from 5.6
million to 8.4 million over the next three decades.

About 75 per cent of students currently attend schools in major cities. Most others attend schools in
regional NSW, and a small percentage (less than half of one per cent) attend schools in remote and very
remote parts of the state. Population projections anticipate a growing proportion of future students
attending schools in metropolitan areas, including in Western Sydney, where the population is expected
to grow by 70 per cent by 2041.

About 65 per cent of students currently attend government schools, 20 per cent attend Catholic schools,
and 15 per cent attend independent schools. Over the past thirty years, the percentage of students in
independent schools has increased significantly, with a decline in the percentage attending government
schools. There is also a very diverse range of schools within each sector, including in size and wealth.

In recent years, a growing proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have successfully
progressed through the school system and into tertiary education.

The student population also has become more diverse as a result of immigration. Western Sydney
is now the most diverse large urban area in Australia, with 35 per cent of its residents born outside
Australia. In 2016, one third of students in NSW Government schools were from homes in which a
language other than English was spoken. In some regions of Sydney, languages other than English
are spoken in more than 40 per cent of homes, and in Parramatta, South West, and Inner South West
regions, the percentages increase to more than 60 per cent.

Students with disability make up approximately 20 per cent of the NSW school student population,
with education providers being required under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and the Disability
Standards for Education 2005 to ensure students with disability are able to access and participate in
education on the same basis as all other students.

In summary, the size and diversity of today's student population mean that students come to school
with very different backgrounds, starting points and learning needs. The principles of equity and
inclusivity require that every student be given access to the same curriculum and the support they
require to progress and succeed. But this depends on the school curriculum providing the flexibility
teachers require to respond to the increasing diversity of student needs.
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Evolving understandings of learning

In parallel with these historical, contextual and demographic changes have been advances in
understandings of human learning and the conditions that promote successful learning. These evolving
understandings have been built from experience and confirmed and refined by research into learning.

Among the many things now known about learning is the crucial importance of emotional engagement.
People are capable of remarkable levels of knowledge, expertise and accomplishment in areas of
personal interest. Learning comes easily when it is driven by curiosity and passion. When motivated by
personal goals, a search for answers, or something or someone they love, people are prepared to devote
thousands of hours over many years to focused, purposeful learning. This is true across a wide range of
endeavours, including careers, sporting activities, hobbies, personal growth and relationships.

We also know from research that becoming an expert in a field involves more than acquiring a body

of knowledge or developing finely honed skills. Experts have deep understandings of their areas of
expertise developed over extended periods of time. They understand the principles and concepts that
underpin their field and around which facts and skills can be organised and understood. They not only
know ‘what’, they also understand 'why'. Deep understandings give experts the ability to transfer and
apply what they know to new situations and an understanding of the contexts to which their knowledge
can be generalised.

For these reasons, what is learnt must have meaning for learners. People can learn meaningless
information, but the intrinsic motivation for doing this is low, and such information is easily forgotten.
Successful learning and effective recall are more likely when what is being learnt has personal meaning
and when learners can see its relevance and potential applications. Learners also develop deeper
understandings and are better able to recall facts and procedures when they have opportunities to apply
these in practical, real-world contexts.

Successful learning depends on a learner's readiness to learn. People do not learn effectively when
placed in unsupportive or unwelcoming learning environments. Unfamiliar cultural contexts and norms
can be significant impediments to learning. People also do not learn effectively when presented with
things they already know or when they lack assumed knowledge or skills. Learners benefit most from
challenges that are beyond their comfort zones but within their reach — stretch challenges that require
effort and possibly somebody else's support. Teaching, coaching, mentoring and counselling are in
large measure processes of ensuring individuals are presented with well-targeted, appropriate and
challenging learning opportunities.

Studies of neuroplasticity have demonstrated the remarkable human capacity for learning and raised
expectations of what can be learnt given motivation, effort and the right kinds and levels of support. As
educators, we are much less inclined than we once were to place limits on what individuals can learn
given appropriately supportive conditions.

At the same time, research reveals individual learners to be at very different points in their learning.

It might be imagined, for example, that the practice of grouping school students by age and teaching
every student the same age-based curriculum year after year would result in students of the same age
becoming increasingly similar in what they know and can do. In fact, there is no current evidence of this.

In each year of school, the most advanced ten per cent of students are at least five to six years ahead
of the least advanced ten per cent of students, and this appears to be unchanged across the years of
school. And there is some evidence that, in mathematics, students become more varied in their levels of
knowledge and skill the longer they are in school.

We also better understand the life-long nature of learning. Research in neuroscience has shown the
capacity of the brain to form new neurons well into the ninth decade of life. Learning is an ongoing,
long-term process, meaning that the points individuals reach in their learning by particular ages often
are less important than the fact that they are continuing to make good progress in their learning.

It is important for learners to understand this. One of the most effective ways to promote learners'
confidence in their ability to learn, to encourage a degree of self-control over learning, and to build an
appreciation of the relationship between effort and success, is to enable learners to see the personal
progress they are making — regardless of how they are performing relative to age peers or beliefs about
where they should be by particular ages.
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These are just a few things now known about learning, but they have profound implications for the
construction of effective learning environments, the kinds of learning the curriculum prioritises and
promotes, the way that learning opportunities are structured and provided, and the assessments
required to guide teaching and drive successful learning.

Current policy priorities

Over the past two decades there have been important changes in the policy contexts in which

NSW schools and school systems work. One feature of these changes has been increased national
collaboration around identified policy priorities. The Commonwealth Government has played a more
prominent role in working with the states and territories to set policy directions for school education.
During this period, agreed national objectives have included improving overall levels of student
performance; increasing the participation and attainment levels of priority equity groups; improving
school completion rates and better preparing young people for post-school destinations; reforming
school funding arrangements; and enhancing the effectiveness of teaching and school leadership.

To deliver these reforms, three national agencies have been established: the Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), the Australian Institute for Teaching and School
Leadership (AITSL) and Education Services Australia (ESA). The work of these agencies has resulted

in the development of an Australian Curriculum which has now been implemented fully or in part in all
states and territories (in all learning areas from Kindergarten to Year 10 and in English, Mathematics,
Science, History and Geography in Years 11 and 12); the introduction of a National Assessment
Program — Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) to assess, report and monitor student performance in
priority curriculum areas including literacy and numeracy (accompanied by a national website to report
publicly every school's performance); and the development and introduction of national standards for
teaching, school leadership and initial teacher education.

Levels of student performance

A first priority for governments has been to lift levels of student performance nationally, particularly in
literacy and numeracy. Concerns about students who were not mastering basic literacy and numeracy
skills during their primary years led the NSW Government to introduce Basic Skills Tests in 1989.'2

All other states and territories introduced similar tests during the 1990s. The National School English
Literacy Survey of 1996 confirmed that a significant proportion of Australian primary children were
failing to achieve minimally acceptable standards of reading and writing.™

From the 1990s, the improvement of literacy and numeracy levels became a key educational priority
for all governments and school systems. A range of initiatives were taken to address this priority,
including the establishment of national partnerships focused on raising literacy and numeracy levels;
the promotion of evidence-based approaches to the teaching of reading; the introduction of National
Assessment Program-Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) tests annually for all students in Years 3,

5, 7 and 9, replacing the earlier state- and territory-based tests; the development of targeted literacy
and numeracy programs and funding; the introduction of literacy coaches into many schools; and the
development of the national My School reporting website.

Although NAPLAN tests conducted between 2008 and 2018 showed no significant improvement in
reading levels in NSW secondary schools over this ten year period, there were significant improvements
in the reading levels of Year 3 and Year 5 students.’ Similar observations were made nationally. The
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) also recorded significant improvements in
national Year 4 reading levels in the five years between 2011 and 2016, due mainly to improvements in
Western Australia, Queensland and Victoria. The small improvement at Year 4 in NSW over these five
years was not statistically significant.’

2 G Masters, J Lokan, B Doig, S-T Khoo, J Lindsey, L Robinson & S Zammit, Profiles of learning: the basic skills testing program
in New South Wales: 1989, Australian Council for Educational Research, Hawthorn Vic, 1990, viewed 24 July 2019, <https://eric.
ed.gov/?id=ED327276>.

3 G Masters & M Forster, Mapping literacy achievement: results of the 1996 National School English Literacy Survey, Department of
Employment, Education Training and Youth Affairs, Canberra, 1997, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://research.acer.edu.au/monitoring_
learning/1>.

4 Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, National Assessment Program—literacy and numeracy achievement in
reading, writing, language conventions and numeracy: national report for 2018, Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA), Sydney, 2018, viewed 24 July 2019, <https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/resources/2018-naplan-national-
report.pdf?sfvrsn=2>.

5 S Thomson, K Hillman, M Schmid, S Rodrigues & J Fullarton, PIRLS 2016: reporting Australia's results, Australian Council for
Educational Research, Camberwell, Victoria, 2017, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://research.acer.edu.au/pirls/1>.
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In numeracy, there was no significant improvement in the performance of NSW students at any year level
between 2008 and 2018. Nationally, NAPLAN reported an improvement in the performances of Year 5 and
Year 9 students, especially in Queensland and Western Australia. The Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study (TIMSS) found no significant change in Year 4 or Year 8 mathematics achievement levels
either in NSW or nationally between 2007 and 2015 (although there had been a significant decline in Year 8
mathematics and science levels in NSW between 2003 and 2007).'¢

From 2000, Australia participated in the OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
— an assessment of reading literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy at 15 years of age. Rather
than testing basic skills, PISA assessed students’ abilities to apply their knowledge and skills in reading,
mathematics and science to a range of real-world problems. In this sense, it assessed higher-order
academic skills.

Australian students' performances on PISA declined significantly between 2000 and 2015, both in an
absolute sense and relative to average performance in all OECD countries. This was also the case in NSW,

as shown in Figure 6. In 2000, when reading literacy was introduced as the major domain, NSW students
performed well above the OECD average and among the highest performing countries in the world. The same
was true when mathematical literacy was introduced as a major domain in 2003 and scientific literacy, in
2006. By 2015, this was no longer the case; NSW students performed just above the OECD mean.'”
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Figure 6 Average performance of 15 year olds in NSW and all OECD countries, PISA, 2000-2015

So although NAPLAN indicated no change in NSW secondary students' basic literacy and numeracy
skills from 2008, and TIMSS indicated no change in Year 8 mathematics levels from 2007, PISA
indicated a significant longer-term and continuing decline in 15 year olds' understandings of how to
apply basic reading, mathematical and scientific knowledge and skills in practical situations.

In light of this evidence, the Australian Education Act 2013 included a national target ‘for Australia to
be placed, by 2025, in the top five highest performing countries based on the performance of school
students in reading, mathematics and science'.

The National School Reform Agreement 2018 committed the Commonwealth and all states and
territories to the joint pursuit of a national goal to improve the performance of all students, including
priority equity cohorts. It was agreed that progress in achieving this goal would be tracked by
monitoring the proportions of students in the bottom two and top two proficiency bands/levels of
NAPLAN and PISA.

6 S Thomson, N Wernert, EJ O'Grady & S Rodrigues, TIMSS 2015: reporting Australia’s results, Australian Council for Educational
Research, Camberwell, Victoria, 2017, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://research.acer.edu.au/timss_2015/2/>.

7S Thomson, L De Bortoli & C Underwood, PISA 2015: a first look at Australia’s results, Australian Council for Educational Research,
Camberwell, Victoria, 2016, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://research.acer.edu.au/ozpisa/21>.
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Performance of equity groups

A second major priority for Commonwealth, state and territory governments over recent decades has
been to improve provision for specific equity groups, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students; students living in regional, rural and remote locations; students with disability; and students
from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds. There has been continuing evidence of lower

levels of participation, retention and academic attainment for these groups, resulting in government
commitments to improve outcomes and reduce existing gaps.

Some progress has been made, particularly in improving participation rates. For example, in 2017, NSW
achieved near-universal enrolment of four-year-old Aboriginal children in early childhood education.
However, despite these high levels of enrolment, attendance rates remained low, particularly in regional
and remote areas of the state. At the same time, the apparent retention rate from Year 10 to Year 12 for
Aboriginal students remained unchanged at about 50 per cent between 2010 and 2018, compared to
about 75 per cent for non-Aboriginal students.

The evidence from surveys of student attainment in literacy, numeracy, science, civics and citizenship
and ICT literacy shows no consistent closing of the gap for any equity group. The graphs in Figure 7

are based on longitudinal data for the earliest cohort of NAPLAN students in NSW. Growth in reading
and numeracy from Year 3 to Year 9 occurred on essentially parallel trajectories for Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal students, meaning that there was no closing of the gap for this cohort over these six years of
their schooling. This has continued to be the case for subsequent cohorts of students, despite small but
significant increases for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students in reading in primary school.
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Figure 7 Average performance of NSW Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal students on NAPLAN

Similar conclusions have been reached from Australia's participation in international achievement
studies. The OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) concluded that, for
Australia as a whole, the decline in reading literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy
occurred for all major equity groups equally. There was no evidence of gaps closing for Indigenous
students, rural and remote students, or low socioeconomic background students in reading literacy
between 2000 and 2015, in mathematical literacy between 2003 and 2015, or in scientific literacy
between 2006 and 2015.1®

The IEA's Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) concluded that the gaps for
Australian Indigenous students in mathematics and science in Year 4 had ‘changed little' over the 20
years between 1995 and 2015. For students in Year 8, the corresponding gaps for Indigenous students
had 'not decreased measurably’ over those same 20 years.™

8 Thomson et al., PIRLS 2016.
19 Thomson et al., TIMSS 2015.
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In summary, based on the National Assessment Program between 2008 and 2018, the PISA surveys
between 2000 and 2015, and the TIMSS surveys between 1995 and 2015, a number of conclusions can
be reached about recent trends in the performances of NSW students:

+ there has been a statistically significant improvement in reading levels in primary schools since
2008, but not in numeracy (NAPLAN);

«  there was an improvement in Year 4 students' mathematics levels between 1995 and 2007, but no
improvement since then (TIMSS);

+ there has been no significant improvement in either reading or numeracy levels in secondary
schools since 2008 (NAPLAN);

+ there has been a significant decline in 15 year olds’ abilities to apply knowledge and skills in
reading, mathematics and science to practical situations and problems since 2000 (PISA);

+ there has been a significant decline in Year 8 students' levels of achievement in mathematics and
science since 2003 (TIMSS);

+ thereis no evidence that gaps in literacy and numeracy levels have closed for any major equity
group since 2008 (NAPLAN); and

+ based on national (rather than state) evidence, it seems likely that achievement gaps between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students in mathematics and science in Years 4 and 8 have been
unchanged since 1995 (TIMSS).

These are confronting observations, especially given that the improvement of literacy and numeracy
levels and the closing of gaps for Indigenous and socioeconomically disadvantaged students have been
among the highest educational policy priorities of Commonwealth, state and territory governments for
at least three decades.

Current strategies

The overarching policy priority in school education currently is to ensure that Australia has a high
quality, high equity school system. The National School Reform Agreement of 2018 committed the
Commonwealth and all state and territory governments to the pursuit of this objective through three
common national goals:

+  toimprove academic achievement for all students, including priority equity cohorts;

+  to ensure all students are engaged in schooling; and

+  to ensure students gain the skills they need to transition to further study and/or work and
life success.

One strategy has been to set targets and timelines to improve national performance (for example,
Australia to perform in the top five highest performing countries by 2025); close gaps for equity groups
(for example, halve the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander gap in Year 12 participation rates between
2006 and 2020); and improve Year 12 completion rates (for example, lift the Year 12 or Certificate IlI
completion rate to 90 per cent by 2020).

A high priority has been given to building the professional capacity of teachers and school leaders to
deliver improved teaching and learning and thus improved outcomes. At a national level, this priority has
been pursued largely through the work of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership.

In NSW, it has been pursued since 2004 through the NSW Institute of Teachers (now incorporated into
NESA) and through the development of the 2013 Great Teaching, Inspired Learning blueprint.?

A further strategy has been to provide NSW Government schools with greater autonomy to make
decisions about the most effective ways to deploy available resources to meet student needs and
improve outcomes. This followed the 2012 Local Schools, Local Decisions reforms.?'

The reform of school funding arrangements also has been seen as an essential strategy for raising
educational standards and achieving more equitable outcomes in Australian schools. A key
development was the 2011 Review of Funding for Schooling and its recommendation that schools be
funded on the basis of student need rather than school type or sector.?

20 NSW Education Standards Authority, Great teaching, inspired learning: blueprint for action, New South Wales Government, Sydney,
March 2013, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/about/initiatives/great-teaching-
inspired-learning>.

21 NSW Department of Education & Communities, Local schools local decisions: report on the consultation, NSW Government, Sydney,
2012, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://schoolsequella.det.nsw.edu.au/file/3d9c0df5-e220-4e12-bc09-71a340d7126f/1/Local%20
Decisions%20Report%200n%20Consultation_.pdf>.

22 Review of Funding for Schooling, Review of funding for schooling: final report, Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations, Canberra, 2011, viewed 25 July 2019, <https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/review-funding-schooling-final-report-
december-2011>.
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And the 2018 Review to Achieve Excellence in Australian Schools in its report Through Growth to
Achievement included among its recommendations a call to governments to provide teachers and
schools with greater assistance in monitoring individual student progress, diagnosing specific learning
needs, and implementing evidence-based teaching strategies and interventions.?®

Curriculum challenges

This brief look at the context in which schools now operate reveals a number of challenges for the
school curriculum.

The history of schooling in NSW is a reminder that the different phases of school were introduced at
different times in response to growing student demand. This has resulted in differences in curriculum,
teaching and assessment arrangements in different phases, and somewhat artificial transitions
between phases. A challenge is to provide greater continuity and seamlessness of learning from pre-
school, through the school years, and into post-school destinations.

History also suggests that current arrangements will change. In particular, as universal participation

in the senior secondary school is approached, it is likely that greater efforts will be made to remove
academic/non-academic curriculum distinctions. It is also likely that the transition that currently looms
large in the consciousness of students, schools and the wider community — at the end of secondary
school — will assume a lower level of significance as more students continue their learning seamlessly
across this transition. Selection at this point is likely to become less relevant. And it might be predicted
that, as participation rates in tertiary education continue to grow, academic/non-academic distinctions
in that sector also will be replaced by more integrated approaches to theoretical and applied learning.
All these developments invite the reimagining of the curriculum in the final years of school.

Ongoing changes in Australian society are requiring schools to take on broader roles and responsibilities
than the implementation of a set of syllabuses. Schools are increasingly focused on students’ social and
emotional development, physical and mental health and wellbeing, and a range of personal skills and
attributes, including resilience, optimism, and the ability to communicate and collaborate with others.
School-wide priorities of these kinds are not adequately addressed as syllabuses and ‘outcomes’, but
nevertheless need to be recognised as part of the total curriculum of today's schools. A challenge is to
provide the time and support in schools to address these broader priorities.

Advances in technology are changing not only what students learn at school, but also how and where
they learn, with implications for curriculum, teaching, learning and assessment. These advances also
are changing fundamentally the nature of work and the knowledge, skills and attributes required in the
workplace. Developments in robotics and machine learning are eliminating many existing jobs and
creating others, with the most significant impact being on low-skill occupations, most of which are
likely to disappear. Rather than providing job-specific skills, the school curriculum increasingly will
need to equip young people with deep understandings and general skills and attributes that provide a
broad preparation for further learning, life and occupations yet to be created. The pressing curriculum
challenge is to set higher expectations for every student's learning.

At the same time, the student population is becoming increasingly diverse. Students in schools today
have more varied backgrounds, including language and cultural backgrounds, than students of the

past. This trend is likely to continue. The curriculum of the future must be designed to be inclusive of all
students, but it also must have the flexibility to allow teachers and schools to provide learning experiences
appropriate to students' increasingly varied backgrounds, starting points and learning needs.

Research into human learning highlights the importance of emotional engagement in learning — of
nurturing wonder and igniting passion. Emotional engagement is unlikely when students fail to see the
relevance of what they are learning or when teaching fails to connect with individuals' backgrounds and
readiness. A curriculum that expects teachers to deliver large amounts of content to all students in the
same time period limits teachers' abilities to teach core content in depth, to explain relevance, and to
tailor teaching to individual needs. The challenge is to design a curriculum that promotes deep learning
and provides teachers with the flexibility they require.

2 Department of Education and Training, Through growth to achievement.
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Finally, the context for this Review includes current national concerns about stagnating or declining levels
of student attainment in curriculum areas such as reading, mathematics and science. Although there have
been recent improvements in reading levels in NSW primary schools, there is no evidence of improved
performances in secondary schools and evidence exists of a long-term decline in 15 year olds' abilities
to apply their knowledge and skills in real-world contexts. It might be assumed that improved student
performance depends almost entirely on the efforts of schools, teachers and students. However, schools,
teachers and students work within the constraints of a curriculum, which can be limiting — particularly

if the curriculum tightly specifies what should be taught, when it should be taught, and how long should
be spent teaching it. High-performing school systems recognise that the content and structure of the
curriculum are important determinants of the quality of student learning. They see the curriculum as one
element of an integrated learning 'system’, all elements of which are underpinned by a set of learning
principles.? These other elements include, but are not limited to, assessment arrangements, professional
learning for teachers, support for school leaders, and early interventions.

A challenge is to ensure the future curriculum and the broader learning system of which it is a part are
designed around common, well-established principles capable of improving levels of student performance.

24 M Tucker, Leading high performance school systems: lessons from the world'’s best, Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development (ASCD), Alexandria, VA, 2019, viewed 25 July 2019, <http://www.ascd.org/Publications/Books/Overview/Leading-
High-Performance-School-Systems.aspx>.
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2. COMMUNITY ASPIRATIONS

Submissions to the Review and input to consultation meetings reflected widespread
consensus on the purposes of schooling and the kinds of attributes, knowledge and skills
that schools should be working to develop in young people. The NSW community has high
aspirations for its schools and the school curriculum. The curriculum is seen as the principal
guide to ensuring that every student masters foundational learning, is exposed to a breadth
of disciplinary knowledge and skills and is challenged to deep learning through more
advanced studies in areas of personal interest and passion. A shared aspiration is to see
every student engaged in meaningful, enjoyable learning that provides foundations for further
learning, future work and citizenship.

Unlocking every student’s learning

In identifying purposes of schooling, many submissions referred to the centrality of individual learners
and their ongoing learning and development. They used a variety of terms to describe this purpose,
such as supporting each student to ‘reach their full potential’, ‘experience individual success', ‘achieve
their personal best', and 'achieve their aspirations’. Some emphasised that this purpose embraced more
than academic success; it also included supporting students to achieve their social, physical, emotional,
creative and spiritual potential. For many, the primary purpose of schooling and the school curriculum

is to assist every student to grow and develop to be the best they can be. However, it was impressed on
the Review that this objective should not imply a belief that students differ in their potential.

Ensuring that every student makes the best possible progress in their learning and development while
at school was seen as essential to improving individuals' life chances and providing every student with
access to a broad range of post-school opportunities. Schools were regularly described as having a
responsibility to prepare every student to be a happy, lifelong learner and a valued, contributing member
of society.

Some submissions pointed out that this aspiration is already well captured in the Educational

Goals for Young Australians, (the Melbourne Declaration), the Australian Education Act 2013, the
recommendations of Through Growth to Achievement (the Gonski report) and the propositions
underpinning the Australian Curriculum. For example, it was pointed out that the Melbourne Declaration
includes the goal that ‘all young Australians become successful learners, confident and creative
individuals and active and informed citizens' and that, under the Australian Education Act 2013, ‘all
students in all schools are entitled to an excellent education, allowing each student to reach his or her
full potential so that he or she can succeed, achieve his or her aspirations, and contribute fully to his or
her community, now and in the future'.

Some noted that this purpose of schooling had always been its primary purpose and was largely
unchanged ‘since the time of Plato and Aristotle’. At its heart, schooling is about developing attributes,
knowledge and skills that will allow students to flourish as individuals and move into the adult

world with, as one submission put it, 'agency, agility, inventiveness, flexibility and concern for and
understanding of others’. There was near-universal agreement that the ultimate purpose of schooling
and the school curriculum is to see every student become an effective, contributing member of society.

However, a large number of submissions noted that the world in which students now live and schools
operate has changed markedly in recent decades, and continues to undergo rapid change. Schools
now need to equip young people for an increasingly complex, dynamic, globalised and uncertain world.
Technology is revolutionising how people live and work, including by removing earlier constraints

of space and time. Entire categories of work, particularly low-skilled activities, are disappearing to
automation and/or low-wage countries. At the same time, it is becoming increasingly urgent to find
solutions to an array of complex social and environmental problems.
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It was argued that basic levels of knowledge and skill will not be sufficient to negotiate and function

in this more complex world and that, to prepare students for the knowledge-based occupations of the
future, schools will need to 'lift educational standards across the board'. Unlocking every student's
potential will mean working to develop new and higher levels of student knowledge and understanding,
skills in applying that knowledge, and social and emotional competence to live and work in a complex,
changing environment.

Many submissions stressed that, while the purpose of schooling must be much more than to prepare
young people for work, it is essential that students are equipped with information to make wise choices
about future vocations, as well as higher levels of attainment and competence to work in an increasingly
globalised world using technologies yet to be invented.

Maximising social benefits of schooling

There was also widespread recognition of the social purposes of schooling in providing a highly skilled
future workforce; transmitting cultural knowledge and values; and ameliorating disadvantage and
promoting social cohesion and mobility.

In underlining the importance of a highly skilled future workforce, some submissions referenced the
Australian Education Act 2013 and its goal for schools to ‘create a highly skilled, successful and
inclusive workforce, strengthen the economy, and increase productivity, leading to greater prosperity
for all'. One submission argued that a key purpose of schooling and the school curriculum must be to
‘support young people into pathways that lead to positive and sustained work outcomes and to address
some of the chronic skill shortages faced by NSW businesses'.

There was considerable agreement on the kinds of general attributes and skills likely to be required
to create such a workforce. These included critical and creative thinking, the ability to collaborate,
resilience and adaptability, communication skills and problem solving. Some described these as
distinctively ‘human’ attributes and skills, beyond the capability of machines.

It was also recognised that an important purpose of the school curriculum is to pass accumulated
knowledge, wisdom and values from one generation to another. As one submission observed, the
curriculum is a ‘'mechanism to make sense of who we are and to pass on the values, ethos and
traditions of our culture through an understanding of history, society and community'.

Schools were seen as having unique potential to contribute to a ‘just and healthy society' by promoting
more equitable outcomes, enhancing cultural understanding, reducing the impact of socioeconomic
disadvantage, and promoting social cohesion and social mobility. A number of people mentioned the
Melbourne Declaration goal to promote ‘equity and excellence’ through school education. And some drew
attention to the alignment of this social purpose with their own statements of system and school priorities.

Promoting wellbeing and building character

A common theme in submissions and consultations was the vital role that schools now play in relation
to student wellbeing, mental health and the development of personal and social capabilities. This was
a particularly strong theme in conversations with people working in schools. Some observed that
teachers increasingly have to identify and manage students with mental health concerns. For others,

a focus on wellbeing, emotional intelligence and the building of character was driven by a vision of

the kind of people they want students to be by the time they leave school, which in turn reflected their
aspirations for the future of Australian society.

Some viewed the development of personal attributes — including students’ mindsets, values, attitudes
and dispositions — as among the most important outcomes of the schooling process, sometimes
prioritising it above the development of knowledge and skills. Students' physical and mental health,
wellbeing and social-emotional growth were identified in one submission as the ‘new key priorities'.
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Underlying these calls for increased attention to student wellbeing and the development of personal
and social capabilities were explicit concerns about ‘rising levels of stress and health problems among
young people’, a perceived lack of resilience and greater levels of ‘emotional fragility’ in many students,
and the impact of social media and screen time on students' lifestyles, relationships and behaviours.

Submissions identified, and sometimes listed, the kinds of personal attributes that should now be
prioritised in schools. These included positive mindsets such as a sense of optimism, a sense of hope,
a sense of belonging and a sense of purpose. Schools and parents saw it as central to the work and
mission of schools to promote every student's sense of self-worth, self-confidence, self-drive and
self-management. And there were references to the importance of developing students' self-awareness,
understandings of their place in the world, metacognitive skills and awareness and appreciation of their
own beliefs, values and aspirations.

One aspect of character building identified in submissions was the development of moral and ethical
understanding. It was considered important that every student learn to make judgements of value and
worth, to know the difference between right and wrong, and to make ethical decisions for the common
good. One submission identified a key purpose of schooling as the creation of ‘moral and ethical
contributors to society'. Another considered it important that students develop the confidence and
desire to make changes in the world when they believe change is required.

There were numerous references to the need for schools to develop new levels of resilience in young
people, enabling them to cope with future ambiguity and change and to recover quickly from failure and
disappointment. Schools needed to support students to learn how to '‘bounce back and get on with it
when things don't go their way', persist, overcome challenges, struggle when required, and display ‘grit
and determination’. Coping with ambiguity and change would require courage, open-mindedness and a
willingness to take risks. And with changes in the structure of work, young people would need flexibility
and versatility to move fluidly between the multiple jobs they were likely to have.

There were also concerns about some students' abilities to socialise and to relate to others. It was
reported that some students appear to have become increasingly socially isolated, with technology a
possible contributing factor. Teachers were concerned about these students’ abilities to form healthy
relationships and stressed the importance of developing social competence, including the attributes
of empathy, compassion, respect, tolerance, patience and 'kindness'. As well as being crucial to the
creation of an inclusive, coherent and compassionate society, these personal attributes were seen as
essential prerequisites for effective collaboration and teamwork and for leadership in inspiring and
influencing others.

One submission proposed that a goal of schooling should be to see students become ‘individuals
with a heart'. For many, this included being committed to social justice and an inclusive, peaceful
society. Another submission argued that, as a society, we ‘need to be making our schools places
where democracy flourishes’, which in turn depended on developing the attitudes, values and cultural
competencies required to live and participate in a culturally, linguistically and religiously diverse
democracy. Some made particular reference to students valuing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
histories and cultures in this context.

Teaching subject content is one thing in school, but parents and carers have also expressed
to CCSP that values such as respect, diversity, compassion, empathy and emotional
intelligence are underpinnings to a curriculum that caters to the needs of the individual
learner. Resilience, social skills, good communication, teamwork — these are again examples
of essential personal attributes that are developed within individual students and are
valuable in life and in the workforce.

Council of Catholic School Parents NSW/ACT
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Discussions of students' personal attributes also encompassed their attitudes and approaches to
school, including their interest in and commitment to learning. Some observed that children in the
pre-school years display high levels of curiosity and creativity, but that these attributes often diminish
once they are in school. Maintaining a spirit of inquiry and an interest in learning was seen as a major
challenge in relation to many students. One person observed that ‘currently in the education system, for
a majority of young people, you see a lot of eyes glazing over'.

The importance of intrinsic motivation for learning was occasionally mentioned. This was seen to be
absent in much current school learning, with students being motivated instead by external influences
such as tests, grades and examinations, sometimes resulting in unacceptable levels of performance
anxiety. The satisfaction of personal discovery was often missing in schools, undermining students’
desires to continue with formal education and learning. One person observed that ‘schools need to be
able to create curiosity in young people'. Another simply observed that ‘the purpose of schooling is to
create learners'.

There was also discussion of the importance of students developing positive beliefs about their own
abilities to learn successfully. This was often referred to as a ‘growth mindset' — a belief that the ability
to learn successfully is not fixed and that everybody is capable of learning given the right conditions
and the required effort. Again, this was identified as a current concern in schools, with many students
internalising the belief that they are inherently poor learners or are 'not good at maths’, sometimes
reinforced by the messages that schools deliver them.

In summary, the promotion of student wellbeing and mental health, the development of desired personal
attributes and the building of character were seen by school systems, teachers and parents as central
and vital purposes of schooling — at the heart of the school mission and relevant to all aspects of
school life at all times. For this reason, it was considered inappropriate to consign the development

of these attributes to any particular learning area or any particular stage of school. Interestingly,
however, this aspect of the work of schools was not always seen as part of the school curriculum,
which sometimes was associated only with prescribed syllabuses for key learning areas. For example,
teachers sometimes said they were unable to devote adequate time to issues of student wellbeing and
the building of character because they were so busy delivering ‘the curriculum’.

Developing knowledge and deep understanding

Another major theme in submissions to the Review concerned the importance and role of knowledge
acquisition in the school curriculum. Some considered that an emphasis on factual and procedural
knowledge was becoming less appropriate given significantly improved access to information through
advances in technology. Others rejected this argument, occasionally interpreting it as an attack on
standards and rigour, and expressed concerns about the possibility of school subjects not remaining
the primary organiser of the curriculum.

Perhaps most commonly, subject knowledge was described as being of timeless relevance — alongside
the development of a range of personal attributes and skills — with submissions emphasising the
importance of focusing teaching and learning on core knowledge and deep understandings of
disciplinary concepts, principles and 'big ideas’. A regular call was for ‘depth not breadth' and some
commented that, when it comes to curriculum content, ‘less is more'.

A variety of reasons were advanced for maintaining a strong focus on traditional school subjects. For
some, disciplines such as the arts, humanities and sciences provided a well-rounded education that
introduced students to distinctively different ways of thinking, understanding and interpreting the
world. One submission argued that ‘every child in the state should have meaningful experiences of
these'; another, that providing all students access to a knowledge-rich curriculum was a 'key plank of
educational equity in NSW schools'.

For some, a solid grounding in traditional disciplines was the best way known to prepare young people
to lead thoughtful and productive lives. It was also argued that ‘employers need deep subject-specific
knowledge' and that students who lack such a grounding will not be well prepared to cope with future

changes and job disruptions. Strong foundations of this kind would be ‘more difficult and more costly’
to develop later in life.
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Still others drew attention to skill shortages in areas such as engineering and the need to encourage
more students to undertake high-level study in science, technology, engineering and mathematics.
Mastery of disciplinary knowledge was described as essential to higher-order thinking and
multidisciplinary problem solving, and it was observed that post-school courses presuppose high levels
of content mastery in school subjects.

A common view was that all students should be exposed to a range of disciplines as a matter of
‘common entitlement’. One submission recommended identifying ‘threshold' learning outcomes that
every student should be expected to achieve in each of these disciplines. However, there was much
less consensus on what this range of disciplines should be. There were suggestions that, in secondary
schools in particular, fewer mandated subjects taught in greater depth were desirable. One submission
noted that, while music, art and languages are often considered part of this common entitlement,
‘modern’ disciplines such as technology and engineering, media, and entrepreneurship are now also
being promoted for inclusion. Some called for a greater focus on science, technology, engineering and
mathematics subjects. Others worried that this risked skewing the curriculum away from the study of
humanities and social science subjects in ways that could disadvantage young people. The range and
mix of subjects that students should study in secondary schools was considered a crucial topic for
discussion and resolution, and inevitably would require ‘a negotiated compromise’.

Students need to develop the critical skills and knowledge that pertain to each discipline
of study as the disciplines offer different ways of understanding and expressing the world
and value various aspects of the world differently. In supporting what is distinctive in

each subject, schooling should provide students with opportunities to identify and apply
the particularities of the disciplines to address cross-disciplinary real-world problems.
Equally, they need to experience ways that the disciplines are similar and overlap, and how
knowledge, skills and processes from one may be used for creative effect in another.

English Teachers Association NSW

Many submissions emphasised the importance of focusing the curriculum in each school subject on
deep, conceptual learning. Giving greater priority to core concepts, principles, big ideas and disciplinary
ways of thinking and working was seen as an alternative to, and protection against, expecting students
to learn large volumes of relatively superficial factual and procedural knowledge.

Such ‘conceptually organised’ subjects required a coherent framework that identified the 'key

concepts, skills and processes central to understanding within each disciplinary area'’. This approach
would enable teachers to teach for greater depth of understanding and would provide time for in-

depth explorations of concepts. An accompanying ‘spiral curriculum' structure would allow for the
consolidation of learning by revisiting concepts with ‘increasing degrees of complexity'. The principle of
designing around conceptual understandings that develop across the years of school also was seen as
a way of achieving ‘coherence over a K to 12 horizon'.

Examples were provided of what a more conceptually organised subject might look like. These included
the English Textual Concepts resource, developed jointly by the Department of Education and the
English Teachers Association in response to teachers' desires for more conceptually based programs.
This resource was described as providing teachers with ‘progressions of what students understand
about each concept’, syllabus content to develop deeper understandings, and descriptions of what
students are able to do to demonstrate their levels of understanding. According to one submission,
teachers using the English Textual Concepts resource have reported that it has 'helped them focus at
the heart of the subject’ and, for many primary teachers in particular, has been ‘eye-opening, in defining
what the subject is’.

Another example was Siemon's Six Big Ideas in mathematics, which was described as a framework
teachers can organise around to ‘declutter content'. In the area of 'multiplicative thinking’, for example,
Siemon's framework describes eight levels of increasing conceptual understanding, thinking and problem
solving from initial understandings based on concrete materials to the confident use of a wide variety of
multiplicative structures and symbolic forms. The framework is accompanied by assessment tasks and
teaching advice to develop multiplicative thinking, and is relevant for most students in Years 4 to 9.
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Big ideas are the major concepts that anchor a coherent curriculum. Content that is based
on big ideas and sequenced to provide the foundation for development of higher order skills
and thinking shifts the curriculum focus from a multitude of discrete knowledge and skills

to the meaningful connections among them. A good example of this is the English textual
concepts project, in which the big ideas were drawn out through rigorous analysis to develop
a form of progressions for the core learning concepts in English.

NSW Department of Education

Exposure to a range of school subjects in the primary and early secondary years, and successful learning
in mandated subjects, were seen as part of the common entitlement that should be available to every
student, as well as the foundations on which individuals can choose to build more advanced learning

in the later years of school. The achievement of common disciplinary foundations ‘opened up subject
choice’, enabling students to pursue personal interests and learning pathways through the senior years
and beyond into post-school learning and work.

Submissions observed that students in secondary schools require access to viable options and pathways
to identify and pursue their interests and passions. This was especially important following the raising of
the school leaving age to seventeen and with the broader range of students now completing school. As
one submission noted, 'by the end of secondary school education, each individual will be different, and
each must have been supported to develop their capabilities to the maximum possible extent'.

Study in the later years of school should assist students to appreciate how subject learning ‘connects
with the world of work'. Students should have ‘opportunities to connect with, and experience, industries
and post-school education and training as part of subject-based learning while still in secondary school’
to build an appreciation of the relevance of school subjects to post-school learning and work. Some
described this as important for all students, but especially for the one in four school leavers who move
directly into full-time or part-time employment and discontinue formal study on completing school.

Another regularly expressed aspiration was to see greater equivalence (or ‘parity of esteem’) of subjects
and learning pathways in the later years of school. One submission commented that ‘the current
distinction between vocational and academic courses in the final years of schooling ought to be reviewed'.

And there were calls for greater continuity of learning and seamlessness of transitions between schools,
tertiary institutions and workplaces. The end of schooling, one submission observed, should not be seen
as the end of learning: ‘connections (back and forth) between schools and tertiary institutions, TAFE and
the workplace need to set up ongoing learning as an aspect of life’. Suggestions included strong industry
partnerships to allow students to apply subject content in real-world contexts and to tap into and make
use of industry expertise. Principals reported that they would welcome improved links with universities to
challenge and meet the learning needs of more advanced students.

In summary, there was widespread support for providing every student with exposure to a range of
traditional disciplines and core disciplinary knowledge, skills and thinking as part of the comm